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Memorial
On Sunday, March 20, 1966, Thomas J. Burke, Chief Justice of the North Dakota Supreme Court, passed through the door that leads from mortal to eternal
life, there to begin a new chapter in the book. We who are still on this side of
the door, including his widow, son, two daughters, and two sisters, may read with
pride and inspiration the chapter that he wrote while among us.
As we read we learn he was a native of North Dakota, born at Rolla October
24, 1897, the son of John and Mary Ellen Burke. He spent most of his life in his
native State where his heart ever was and where he obtained his early education.
He attended St. Thomas High School in Saint Paul and Western High in Washington, D. C. He entered the service of his country in World War I, during which
he served in the Naval Reserve Flying Corps. He was promoted to the rank of
ensign March 22, 1919, which he retained until his discharge. He entered Harvard
College from which he obtained a Bachelor's degree In 1920. He later studied law
and was admitted to the Bar of North Dakota July 17, 1925. He subsequently became a member of the Bar of the United States Supreme Court. He received the
honorary degree of Doctor of Laws from the University of North Dakota on June
3, 1962. He also held honorary memberships in two law fraternities, the Order
of the Coil and Phi Delta Phi.
He was called into public service as an Assistant Attorney General January
1, 1928. After four years in that position he entered the general practice of the
law in Bismarck and was soon chosen by the people as a lawmaker. He was
elected to the House of Representatives from Burleigh County and was a member during the 1935 legislative session.
Chief Justice Burke was first elected to the Supreme Court of North Dakota
in 1938 for the unexpired term of his father who had died the previous year. He
brought to the Court a brilliant and active mind. That great gift he shared freely
with his fellow judges by whom he was greatly admired for his remarkable capacity to reason and remember. The opinions that he wrote were noted for being
logical In thought and rich in expression. They were marked by his clarity in the
use of the English language and the accuracy of its application. He was skilled
and creative in the employment of his vast legal knowledge, much of which was
acquired by diligent research leading to the solution of intricate legal problems.
He was a student and teacher of legal history. For many years he taught courses
in Constitutional History of England and Constitutional History of the United
States at Bismarck Junior College.
Litigants and members of the legal profession were not the only beneficiaries
of Justice Burke's talents. These he freely shared with others in conversation,
writing and public speaking. Many persons reaped direct or indirect benefits from
his practical and kindly interpretation of the law of which his symbol was a
Goddess of Justice from whose eyes the blinding bandage 'had fallen and who
had stepped down from her marble pedestal to walk among the people with undistorted vision.
Former Chief Justice James Morris
North Dakota Supreme Court

